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Abstract 
This article discusses how visuality, through the mobility of Instagram, modifies LQGLYLGXDOV¶
PHGLDWHGOLYHV,QSDUWLFXODULWH[DPLQHVKRZ,QVWDJUDPWUDQVIRUPVLQGLYLGXDOV¶SHUFHSWLRQs of their 
interpersonal relationships. It advances a critical re-reading of the concept of mobility (smart 
mobile devices) and the new approach to sociality. Conducting an empirical examination, this 
article delineates the changing dynamics that digitality determines within contemporary life 
experiences. Findings show that the ubiquitous use of smart mobile devices leads individuals 
towards the development of new forms and conceptions of mobile mediated visualities. In order to 
understand the rise of new visual practices based on 3LQN¶VHWKQRJUDSKLFZRUNWKLVDUWLFOH
considers how relationships develop among individuals, visual technologies, practices and images, 
society and culture.  
 
A qualitative approach informed by netnography (Kozinets, 2010), computer-mediated interviews 
and visual analysis (Rose, 2007) is employed in this study. The critical analysis of 44 participant 
interviews and their photo sharing behaviour presents the transformations that the mediation and 
mobility of Instagram bring into everyday relations between humans and technologies. The 
increased use of social media shows how sociality is affected and mediated by new mobile 
technologies. Although the social potentiality of (visual) social relationships itself does not offer a 
variety of verbal communication mechanisms, it encourages offline meetings or the relocation onto 
other social media. This shows that every alteration in the structure of societies has influence on 
individuals and on their means of expression. 
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1. Mediation and Connectivity on Instagram: Sociality within Online Communities and Social 
Networking Sites 
Smart mobile devices are extremely widespread, and social media platforms are taking the place of 
previous means of communication. Undeniably, phone calls are decreasing dramatically and text 
messages are becoming more contracted. In other words, it seems that the time spent on 
communication is shorter and easier than before. Within this context, visual communication arises 
as one of the most widespread means of interaction. The popularity of online social media is 
growing, considerably affecting human social relationships. In contemporary society, the pervasive 
use of social media represents a new phenomenon in which social networks are (almost always) 
mediated by new mobile technologies.  
 
Considering this context of technological mediations and human interactions, this article 
investigates theoretical and practical aspects of online social relationships. It considers the 
formation of online communities, and how mobile communication affects the creation and the 
maintenance of mediated social relationships. The article discusses the notion of online and offline 
communities and social networking, including the implications that the mediation of the Internet 
(social media platforms) and smart mobile technologies bring into account. Through these 
considerations, this article examines in detail the experience of mediated sociality. Interwoven 
within this the practice of photo sharing on Instagram is analysed as a case study to investigate the 
modifications that new media generate in social sciences, focusing, in particular, on the 
understanding of how the platform is used to create and manage social relationships. In doing this, 
Instagram online communities and offline meetings (InstaMeet, InstaWalk and spontaneous 
encounters) are analysed. Similarities and differences with traditional face-to-face social 
interactions are discussed. Moreover, this article shows how Instagram creates new expressions of 
social connections and visual communication, demonstrating with empirical examples how images 
are VKDSLQJLQGLYLGXDOV¶VRFLDOOLYHVInstagram is analysed considering the behavioural alterations 
that leads individuals to employ photo sharing in online social relationships, highlighting how the 
platform affects the experience of sociality. 
 
Smart mobile technologies set sociality into a perpetual interconnection among family, friends, and 
technologies. Following this perspective, the theoretical construction of contemporary social 
relationships is re-thought through the mediation and connectivity afforded by new social media 
and smart mobile technologies. The analysis of these affordances guides toward a new theorisation 
of sociality through new mobile visualities.  
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2. Mediation and Connectivity: Online Communities and Social Networking Sites 
 
Since the arrival of the Internet a particular interest of social sciences research has focussed around 
the effects that the development of this media has on online social relationships. Considering that 
social theory is to explain social life (Hesmondhalgh & Toynbee, 2008), the fact that unprecedented 
forms of social relationships are generated in the presence of media leads contemporary research to 
seek to determine how certain phenomena rise in combination with these media.  
 
One of the most evident changes can be recognised in the fact that the Internet and new media 
(through the use of mobile devices and platforms) foster the loss of proximity in human contact in 
favour of mediated contacts. Thanks to the technological advancements of new media, the growth 
of social networking websites and online communities has emerged as a key theme. One way 
individuals benefit from the Internet is through the increased number of potential social connections 
it allows users to establish and maintain. In this new context of communication and interaction the 
notion of sociality needs to be rethought, with consideration given to the rise of virtual, alternative 
worlds, and the development of personal relationships in cyberspace (Rheingold, 1993).  
 
The enormous changes that the Internet brought to previous social habits are observable throughout 
the history of the Internet, particularly as they expand into social networking websites (Menduni, 
2011). Social networking websites (such as Facebook) figure as an empowerment of social 
relational capacities, in particular because they offer the possibility to interact simultaneously with a 
multitude of subjects via different platforms. Social networks are a valuable resource for users who 
share the same interests, enabling connections, discussions, and exchanges that can converge 
towards the establishment of online communities with their group-specific forms of expression and 
normative conventions (Baym, 1995). The human tendency towards social aggregation and 
comparison is not a new practice (communities of interests are one example of these practices), 
however social networking websites can be seen as the contemporary widespread and ubiquitous 
representation of this tendency.  
 
The arrival of smart phones in 2006 led to an increasingly pervasive use of social media platforms 
that enable individuals to interconnect with others while benefitting from the mobility afforded by 
the devices. Regarding this, Lugano (2009), examining mobile social networks argues that the use 
of mobile phones is affected by the nature of relationships. It is true that social networks are 
inherently multidimensional (Lugano, 2009); however, it is undeniable that the presence of mobile 
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devices, with the new conditions of mobility and ubiquitous connectivity, alters the traditional 
perception and management of social connections.  
 
These conditions invite an interpretation of contemporary sociality as a combination of online and 
offline life, where the use of online social media platforms function as an extension of the offline 
networks (boyd & Ellison, 2007), implementing McLuhan's (1964) pioneering theorization of 
media. Thus, the interconnection between on- and offline life figures as a state of mixture that 
overlap physical and ephemeral mobility. The intersections between these two spheres foster the 
conceptualisation of µOLIHPL[¶7XUNOHthat describes the passage from the online life to 
the offline one. The nebulous boundary between on- and offline experiences afforded by smart 
mobile technologies produces an overlapping condition. This indicates the development of a unique 
state that is the result of the dynamic combinations of both.  
 
7KHVWDWXVRISHUPDQHQWVRFLDOFRQQHFWLYLW\PRYHVWRZDUGWKHVWDWXVRIµYLUWXDOWRJHWKHUQHVV¶
(Bakardjieva, 2003), a notion suggesting that online social networks are mainly based on existing 
contacts, acquaintances and friends. It follows that users compile these networks in order to 
maintain and reinforce social ties with people they already know. Within this construction, online 
social relationships move progressively towards an increased employment of imageries (images and 
exchanges of photos) to generate and manage connections. The arrival of Instagram (October, 2010) 
made a clear change in this practice. The affordances inherent in the mediation of Instagram 
changes users' understanding and use of the medium, demonstrating that social and cultural 
behaviours can be read through the employment of social media (Hochman & Manovich, 2013). 
Therefore, visual social media narrations about individuals considering spatial, temporal and visual 
levels can be traced. This line of interpretation identifies socio-cultural patterns and reflects 
LQGLYLGXDOV¶LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV, considering individuals and images as equally important for a 
qualitative analysis of the phenomenon.  
 
3. Methodology: Netnography, Computer-mediated Interviews, and Visual Analysis 
This study uses a multi-methodological approach that included a netnographic analysis (Kozinets, 
2010), the (embedded) multiple-case study research method (Yin, 2009: 46), qualitative 
interviewing techniques (Rubin & Rubin, 2005), and visual content analysis (Van Leeuwen & 
Jewitt, 2000). A qualitative mediated interview research method and visual data analysis formed the 
fieldwork. A sample of 44 Instagram users took part in this study. 29 participants have been 
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interviewed via Skype and 15 participants responded to an open-ended question that has been sent 
via email. The questions were as follows: 
 
Skype Interview 
1. What is your conception and use of Instagram as social network?  
2. Do you use Instagram to maintain social relationships? How? 
3. How do you use Instagram to keep long distance relationships? 
4. What is your relationship with the online community? (Hierarchies, powers etc etc)  
5. Have you been part of an InstaWalk or InstaMeet? Can you describe your experiences? 
 
Open-ended Interview 
1. How does Instagram change your social relationships? (Examples are encouraged) 
 
Contents analysis followed, combining participantV¶UHVSRQVHVZLWKthe observation of their photo 
sharing.  
 
To stay current, this study adapted the traditional ethnographic guidelines to a netnographic 
approach (Kozinets, 2010), which includes the mediation of the Internet for the examination of 
online social practices. This approach was used to consider the mediation that Instagram determines 
for the practice of photo sharing. µ$nalysing visual contents is almost impossible without taking 
LQWRDFFRXQWWKHFRQWH[WLQZKLFKWKHYLVXDOZDVSURGXFHGDQGILQDOO\UHFHLYHG¶%RFNet al, 
2011:272). This study identifies mediation as a crucial variable that determines social relationships 
and affiliations. The research method design follows notions of visual ethnography that Sarah Pink 
(2007) DGYDQFHVLQUHODWLRQWRTXDOLWDWLYHVRFLDOUHVHDUFK3LQNDUJXHVWKDWµVRFLDOVFLHQWLVWVRIWHQ
complain that photographs alone do not represent, for example, emotions, social relations, relations 
of power and exploitation, but they need to be contextualized with verbal discourses or other 
NQRZOHGJHLQRUGHUWRLQYRNHVXFKH[SHULHQFHV¶3LQNIn this regard, this study used 
.UHVVDQG9DQ/HHXZHQ¶VYLVXDO grammar to analyse the images. The combination of 
interviews and visual materials that this article articulates draws attention to the importance of this 
aspect.  
 
Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) see images as resources for representation and thus will display 
culturally produced regularities. Images together with colours and music, for instance, are similar to 
language and they can fulfil communicative functions as language does. It follows that images can 
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represent objects and their relationship in the world. This is why images are communicative 
instances. Besides, images are able to represent the existing social relationships between the 
producer, the viewer, and the image. Without advancing a semiotics analysis of photographs, this 
filter of interpretation is used in the study of Instagram to enrich the data analysis through an 
incisive comparison between the interviews and the images used in the practice of photo sharing. 
Visual content analysis, as an empirical (observational) and objective procedure (Van Leeuwen & 
Jewitt, 2000), quantifies visual representations using reliable defined categories. 
 
It is important to emphasise that images are not the only data taken into consideration in this study 
because an image does not necessarily reflect that image¶s meaning. Key aspects of interpreting 
photographic images are not limited to the qualitative analysis of visual contents; social behaviours 
before and after the photo exchange are also key to meaning-making. In the age of the Internet, 
visual messages travel through different spaces. Photos are made in one place and displayed in 
another one. They are very easy to capture and send, and their value and/or significance often 
changes over time and across platforms. Because of thisSKRWRV¶PHDQLQJVDUHFRQVWUDLQHGE\
several socio-cultural contexts in which they are located, and these vary by places and periods. It 
follows that contexts of experience (the mediation of the platform) are decisive in shaping the value 
of images. 
 
The sampling technique employed in this study was accomplished entirely online. Since Facebook 
bought Instagram (April, 2012) the number of Instagram users has increased significantly on a 
global scale and, because of the visibility afforded by Facebook, a variety of Instagram 
communities Facebook pages have emerged. Members of Instagram community Facebook pages 
can be divided into two categories: Active users DQG,QVWDJUDPRQOLQHFRPPXQLWLHV¶Pembers. 
Since the goal of data collection was to gather photographs and information as well as to understand 
individuaOV¶behaviours, Facebook groups were recognised as engaging platforms on which both 
categories of XVHUV¶ converse. Therefore, the call for participants was disseminated among 
Facebook pageV,QVWDJUDPRQOLQHFRPPXQLWLHV¶SDJHV. After the first approach through the social 
networking websites, participants who have responded positively to the call were approached via 
private email. Those participants received a document contained a general description of the study, 
the researcher¶V contact details, and a consent form with an explicit explanation of the treatment of 
personal data, which were detailed in the ethical considerations.   
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The target population of this study was formed by the group of subjects that met the set of criteria 
required to participate in the technical aspects of the fieldwork. That is, it confined the investigation 
to Instagram users and owners of a smart mobile device. Within these groups, there were no 
restrictions with respect to gender, race, and education imposed on the target population. Given the 
abundance of visual materials present on the platform, the visual data collection was limited to two 
months for the 29 participants who responded to the in-depth computer-mediated interviews (the 
other 15 participants were considered only with respect to the visual examples that they mentioned).  
 
Subsequently, data analysis considered the co-presence of WKHFRQFHSWRIµPHGLDWLRQ¶ (Kember & 
Zylinska, 2012) ZLWKWKHµQHZPRELOLWLHV SDUDGLJP¶6KHOOHU	8Ury, 2006) in order to advance a 
qualitative investigation that acknowledged the interconnection between the two different areas. 
The emphasis on movement, mobility and travel sheds new light on the purpose of research in 
social sciences bringing into account these new implications. Through this combination, data 
analysis introduces new ways of evaluating the existing relationships between theory, observation, 
and engagement. In relation to the focus of this article the following section quotes only those 
UHVSRQVHVWKDWEHWWHUH[HPSOLI\SDUWLFLSDQWV¶JHQHUDOWHQGHQFLHV, aiming to give particular 
emphasise to key aspects and common trends.    
 
4. Analysis of the Mediation of Visuality on Instagram: Online Communities and Offline 
Sociality 
 
The emphasis that this article has on images does not intend to advance a semiotic analysis; it rather 
IROORZVWKHSULQFLSOHWKDWµHDFKLQGLYLGXDOSURGXFHVPHDQLQJVE\UHODWLQJWKHLPDJHWRKLVRUKHr 
H[LVWLQJSHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFHNQRZOHGJHDQGZLGHUFXOWXUDOGLVFRXUVHV¶3LQN:RUGVFDQ
explain motivations and visions while images can communicate what words are not able to 
describe, such as emotions. This mixed approach produces narratives to describe connections and 
existing constants between individuals and the mediation of their smart mobile devices. The 
TXDOLWDWLYHDQDO\VLVRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHV and photo sharing illustrates how the increased use of 
Instagram produces alterations in the everyday experience of sociality. An investigation of the 
concept of sociality on Instagram reveals two macro areas of social interactions: LQGLYLGXDOV¶UROHV
in the online Instagram communities and general users of the Instagram application. Online 
Instagram communities present an additional inner subdivision between community managers and 
community members. 
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The chronology of Instagram is marked by two moments during which the platform transcends its 
original identity as a mere photo sharing application into a new form of social network. The first 
important moment occurred on April 9th, 2012 when Facebook bought Instagram. This partnership 
allows Facebook, through the mobility of Instagram (geo-tags, for example), constant access to 
XVHUV¶data and metadata. )URPXVHUV¶SHUVSHFWLYHWKHresulting ability to share images across the 
two platforms simultaneously fosters the practice of photo sharing. The cross-mediality drives a 
substantial modification of the initial Instagram identity; as one says: µ,WLVGLIIHUHQWLQUHODWLRQWR
the other [socials networks], but even on Instagram can be created this relation of participation in 
VRPHRQHHOVHDGYHQWXUHV¶ (#2). He is an enthusiastic Instagramer in his late 30s. He actively 
collaborates with the no profit association Instagramers Italia as news editor and community 
manager (IgersPiceni). His response contradicts the general belief that the digital age has initiated a 
loss of community. In this case, social relationships and online communities are a constructed idea 
(not necessarily embedded in physical instances) in which the term µmediated relationships¶ (Poster, 
2001) replaces concept of imagined ones (Anderson, 1983). It follows that the conception of 
mediated communications is not based on everyday face-to-face social interactions, rather on 
mediated connections created by individuals who feel themselves part of specific networks, thus 
emphasising the idea of µEHLQJ-as-PHGLDWHG¶.HPEHU	 Zylinska, 2012). This concept affects how 
we approach visual communication, since mobile phones have LQVRPHZD\DIIHFWHGLQGLYLGXDOV¶
lives and the ways in which they relate to each other (Green & Haddon, 2009). The social exchange 
of photographs, called µYLVXDOREMHFWV¶(Kember & Zylinska, 2012), is thought of as a point of 
departure for critically re-reading the structuring of forms of communicative media, because this 
social exchange can potentially elicit new theoretical patterns and unconventional cross mediations. 
 
Regarding this last notion, the majority of participants consider Instagram an unordinary social 
network that shapes social relationships mainly on visual communication, unlike other verbal-
centric networks. For example, one (a male German in his early 30s working as an Assistant 
Manager) particularly believes in the social aspect of Instagram. He is the Instagram Berlin local 
manager. He defines his photo sharing under the category of urban photography. This is mainly 
because his photo stream is formed entirely of images captured in urban environments, where the 
human element is always juxtaposed by architecture. He describes his use of the platform in this 
ZD\µ7RGD\,DOZD\VWDNHWKHFDPHUDZLWKPHDQG,FDQalways watch what other people are doing 
and I can comment, and people can see ZKDW,DPGRLQJDQG,FDQLQWHUDFWDQGLW¶VUHDOO\QLFH¶ (#4). 
As can be seen from this response, Instagram is perceived as a mobile extension of the traditional 
concept of social networking that once rooted individuals in front of a fixed computer screen. The 
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mobility afforded by mobile phones allows a constant possibility of social interaction that, in this 
case, becomes visual. Mobile phones make it possible WRYLVXDOO\H[SHULHQFHVRFLDOLW\RQOLQHµRQWKH
PRYH¶ (#4). This condition determines the perception of the pervasive sociality online.  
 
TKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIWKHµ*HRWDJJHG3KRWR0DSV¶RQ$XJXVWth, 2012 is another important moment 
in the development of Instagram that changes the conception of locality and social connectivity. 
Photo Map can showcase where users take photos and can be used to explore where others have 
taken photos on a map. The geo-tag allows the sharing of precise positions. This feature does not 
allow the adding of unreal or false locations (i.e. location distant from where the user is actually 
located) as the geo-tag associates WKHODWLWXGHDQGWKHORQJLWXGHRILQGLYLGXDOV¶FXUUHQWORFDWLRQZLWK 
their photo through Wi-Fi or data signals. The GPS device collects this data as long as the user 
selects this option on their device. This feature is important because it is recognized as a useful tool 
to create social connections, as can be seen through one experience: µZHVKDUHGVRPHVKRWVLQWKH
same moment and they were 500 meters away from me. So, then we met and we said hello to each 
RWKHU:HZHUHWDNLQJWKDWVKRWPLQXWHVEHIRUH\HVEDVLFDOO\WKHSODFHZDVWKHVDPH¶ (#2). 
This participants response shows how the mobility of mobile phones and the mediation of 
Instagram can create social connections that, afterwards, are experienced offline thanks mobility 
allowing a type of sociality µRQWKHPRYH¶(#4), and thereby breaking the boundaries of physical 
distances. The development of geolocations introduces the geo-tag as a facilitator of social 
engagement. This condition emphasises how the concept of portability is a central element within 
this discourse with respect WRWKHPRGDOLWLHVLQZKLFKµWDNLQJRXUPHGLDZLWKXVDOORZVXVWREH
FRPSOHWHO\LQGHSHQGHQWRIORFDOLW\¶Siapera, 2012:199).  
 
Physical proximity is no longer a crucial condition either for human connections or for the 
development of social relationships. Before the proliferation of the Internet, individuals¶ daily 
social life was determined by the connections that the immediate space could provide. Friendships 
were sustained through µUHJXODUIDFH-to-face contact, although telephone calls and letters were used 
WRNHHSLQWRXFKZLWKWKRVHOLYLQJHOVHZKHUH¶Siapera: 2012:191). However, as technical 
advancements drive social change, elements of sociality evolve alongside it. Today, the notion of 
social relationships is profoundly affected by the mediation of new media, because they produce 
new environments (platforms) upon which individuals manage their sociality. Although 'social 
relationships have always been at the heart of sociological understanding of the world' (Pescosolido, 
2006), social networking websites only recently achieved a relevant position in sociology. This 
progression in the field aims to investigate social structures and social interactions in parallel within 
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the advancements in digital technologies. This development leads to an understanding of new ways 
of socialization within the rising culture of connectivity (Van Dijck, 2013), which draws a new 
perspective within the mediated scenarios.  
 
In addition to the mediation of the platform and the device, the visual mediation of photographs is a 
main focus of WKLVVWXG\¶VHQTXLU\LQWRVRFLDOUHODtionships. One comment on this phenomenon 
notes µZKDWLVKDSSHQLQJLVWKDWSHRSOHGDLO\DUHVKDULQJWKHLUFDSSXFFLQR,WORRNVOLNH
photography, it smells like photography, but it is not photography. I make a clear distinction. That 
is not photography¶ (#22). Thus participant is an assistant professor in new media at UC Berkley 
Graduate School of Journalism (USA). He is also well known as a Multimedia Journalist and 
defines himself as a professional photojournalist and storyteller. From his response a clear 
statement emerges in contrast to the basic structure of Instagram. Following this the McLuhanesque 
interpretation of the mediation of the medium comes again into account, conducting the analysis to 
combine the knowledge of media objects with individuaOV¶VHQVHRIPHGLDWLQJSURFHVVHV (Hochman 
& Manovich, 2013) as a key combination for rethinking sociality through the practice of photo 
sharing.  
 
His response summarises the innovative interpretation of visualities as social networks. Analysing 
the statement 'that [Instagram] is not photography' (#22) leads to answering the question 'what is 
Instagram?', since the comment that it should not be considered a succession rather than a gallery of 
images is noteworthy. The social desire driving the practice of photo sharing is evident; sharing 
photos of cappuccinos provides an excellent example of this tendency. The motivations that prompt 
,QVWDJUDPXVHUV¶SDUWLFLSDWLRQLQWKHSUDFWLFHRISKRWRVKDULQJRQOLQHmimic existing practices on 
social networking sites. Emphasising the principles of reciprocity and recognition (Lakhani & Wolf, 
2005), the practice of photo sharing on Instagram figures as the common interest fostering the 
online social connectivity of its members. This is especially the case in communities of interest 
because a common artistic practice brings together participants who interact extensively about 
specific topics of interest (Armstrong & Hagel, 2011). Indeed, photo sharing on Instagram attracts 
users whose interactions are generally focused on a specific topic or area of photography.   
 
The following sections analyse Instagram considering the expression of sociality within Instagram 
communities. The analysis is divided into online and offline creation and management of social 
relationships. This subdivision aims to define similarities and differences in social approaches 
(mediated and face-to-face), focusing on understanding the role of photo sharing.   
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4.1 Sociality within Instagram Communities Online 
 
The Internet presents innumerable diverse opportunities for the socialization and the creation of 
communities. Analysis of Instagram shows that the platform provides its users with the opportunity 
to interact socially with each other, and create relationships of interest on topics such as 
photography. This is the main reason the majority of participants consider Instagram (and other 
specific communities of interest) as belonging to the family of social networking platforms; it 
allows, through the principle of connectivity, users to interact and share contents. As one participant 
VWDWHVµLWLVDUHDOVRFLDOQHWZRUN,WLVQRWMXVWDSKRWRJDOOHU\,WLVDsocial network based on 
photography, and I like it exactly because of this, there LVLQWHUDFWLRQDQGVRXVHUV¶HQJDJHPHQWZLWK
HDFKRWKHU,QGHHG,XVHLWIRUWKLVUHDVRQWRVKDUHDQGWRWU\WRVRFLDOLVHZLWKRWKHUSHRSOH¶ (#7). 
He is an Italian university student in his mid-twenties. His passion for Instagram stems from his 
passion for photography and developed through his involvement with the Instagram Italia 
community. He is an active local community manager who uses the platform mainly for its social 
aspect and the sense of community it yields.  
 
Members of the two different participant groups (general DFWLYHXVHUVDQGRQOLQHFRPPXQLWLHV¶
members) report distinctive conceptions of the experience of mediated sociality. For participants 
who are not part of the Instagram online community Instagram is considered a potential social 
network, but they declare that they do not use it as such. From their personal experiences it is 
instead considered simply a platform for sharing visual contents and observing others photo 
sharing. Nevertheless, these users report that Instagram can be used as an effective ice-breaker in 
the establishment of new social relationships. Conversely, for those who are part of Instagram 
communities, Instagram is considered an actual social network that uses visuality as social 
³FXUUHQF\´DQGDVDYDOLGSRLQt of engagement. 
 
Among those who are not part of Instagram online FRPPXQLWLHV¶ photography represents a fair 
means of social interaction that transcends linguistic barriers. This group are a diverse group from a 
number of different countries. For example, an American guy in his early twenties living in 
Germany and working for a Bible school finds in Instagram (as an expatriate) a potential means to 
create community and gather people. Throughout the interview his strong interest in using the 
platform to communicate positivity and to engage with people is evident. Indeed, he says that his 
primary aims in using the platform are to share positive messages through images that mainly 
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capture landscape, nature and other people. He describes his experieQFHLQWKLVZD\µ,¶PVRYHU\
HQJDJHGLQ,QVWDJUDP>@,¶YHUHFHQWO\PRYHGIURP$PHULFDWR6WXWWJDUW*HUPDQ\DQG,¶PWU\LQJ
to use the platform of Instagram as a way to build community with people and get to know people 
who in the city are also working ZLWK,QVWDJUDP¶#3, see fig. 1). Fig. 1 is an example of how the 
practice of photo sharing is used in social contexts. Since he moved to Europe he has started to 
organise walks through nature (woods, hills, mountains and so on), combining his love for 
landscapes and photography with his desire for community life. His walks through the woods, as 
can be seen from fig. 1, capture and share social moments. He has found Instagram to be an 
effective ice-breaker; in this example the platform is employed as a way to create social connections 
and to engage with new people using photography as a common interest and topic of exchange.    
 
 
Figure 1. Nature and togetherness. 
Instagram, 2014. SOURCE: https://instagram.com/bandwagoneer 
 
In addition, another response underlines the importance of using the common interest in 
photography as a valid social ice-breaker. The participant is a press photographer and he takes 
photographs for work and for pleasure. He uses Instagram primarily as a means to promote himself 
and his photographic works. For this reason, he alternates between using a professional camera and 
a smart phone. +HVD\Vµ\RXFRQQHFWZLWKPD\EHQHZ,QVWDJUDPHUVWKDW\RXGLGQ¶WNQRZ>«@
:KHQ\RXJRRQ)DFHERRNDQG\RXZDQWWRPHHWQHZIULHQGV7KDW¶VNLQGRIDZNZDUGWRMXVWSRNH
VRPHRQHDQGVD\³+H\ZKDWGR\RX GRIRUOLYLQJ"´7KHIDFWWKDWWKHUHLVWKHSKRWRJUDSK\WKLQJLQ
FRPPRQIRVWHUVWKHVRFLDOFRQQHFWLRQVEHFDXVHXVHUVKDYHH[FXVHVWRDSSURDFKRWKHUXVHUV¶ (#11). 
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The 'excuse' is the interest that users/Instagramers have in common, and it determines the 
motivation that pushes them to be part of the community and its social activities. Another 
experience also relevant hereµ,DFWXDOO\PHWP\ZLIHWKURXJK,QVWDJUDP:HZHUHFKDWWLQJRQHGD\
DQGWKHQZHGHFLGHGWRPHHWXSDQGWKHQZHJRWPDUULHG¶#29, see fig. 2). He is a British guy 
living in the USA where he works as in PR managing five Instagram accounts (@andrew_dearling; 
@crosswalkofNYC; @madeforinstagram; @peopleundertheunderground; @tubeinblackandwhite). 
In this case, it can be said that the use of Instagram is almost exclusively related to his job. He 
started his interest in Instagram because of the Instagram London community. 
 
 
Figure 2. Instagram made us married. 
Instagram, 2014. SOURCE: https://instagram.com/andrewdearling 
 
The actual relationship between him and his now-wife was created once the two subjects met 
offline. 7KLVLVDQRWKHUHOHPHQWWKDWVXUIDFHVIURPSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHV7KH\VWURQJO\FRQVLGHU
Instagram as a good way to approach individuals and start potential social relationships. However, 
they report that in order to nurture the relationships they need to move the interaction onto other 
social networks like Facebook (the most frequently mentioned) or move the interaction offline. The 
reason for this move is commonly recognized as the lack of a proper private communication system 
on Instagram. Once again it emerges that images are effective social activators. 
 
However, one participant strongly disagrees with the potentialities offered by Instagram as a social 
network. She is a young, dynamic, female university student living in Pisa (Italy). She commutes 
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almost every day to Milan to attend her lectures. She is passionate about social media and has a 
particular fondness for Instagram. Her photo stream mainly features photographs of her dog and of 
the countryside landscape surrounding her home. Talking about her use of the platform, she 
enthusiastically describes how the usability of smart phones allows her to capture scenarios and 
moments in life that she considers worth sharing online. When askHGDERXWWKHVLWH¶VXVHIXOQHVVin 
maintaining social relationships she VWDWHVµDEVROXWHO\QRWHYHQEHFDXVH\RXFDQQRWWDON¶ (#13) 
emphasising the verbal communication gap. Another participant takes this conclusion further, 
saying µWKHUHLVDOZD\VWKLVPHVVDJLQJJDS>«@DWVRPHSRLQW\RXQHHGWRJHWLQWRXFKLQDUHDOZD\
(YHQ)DFHERRNLVQRWDUHSODFHPHQW,WLVMXVWDWRRO¶ (#17). He is a Turkish guy in his mid-twenties 
living in Canada to complete his PhD. He is fairly engaged with the local Instagram community. 
However, he does not actively take part in its events. He is interested in marketing and the use of 
the platform as pastime. His photo sharing consists mainly of urban minimalistic landscapes with a 
well-thought-out composition of colours, lines and forms. Although these participants are both 
social media lovers they do not believe in the unique use of platforms in social relationships, 
UHFDOOLQJWKHFRQFHSWRIµOLIH-PL[¶7XUNOHGLVFXVVHGDERYH. Despite these negative 
perspectives a, Instagram is still considered by most of the participants to be a fair social activator. 
Some described their experience of sociality through Instagram both on- and off line (#13, #17).  
 
Participants believe that the connections that they establish on Instagram cannot be considered 
actual social relationships as long as they are experienced only online. In fact, they report that 
comments and message exchanges are strictly related to photography, so the level of conversation 
had on the platform remains superficial and focused on circumscribed subjects of common interest. 
One participant provided an example of this. She is an Italian girl in her mid-twenties who works as 
social media manager. Her education in and a personal passion for social media led her engagement 
with Instagram both in and outside her job. This co-presence shows simultaneous and different uses 
of the platform. She VD\Vµ2Q,QVWDJUDPWKHUHLVQRWHYHU\ERG\7KHUHDUHSHRSOHZLWKWKHSDVVLRQ
for photography; meanwhile Facebook is a melting SRW>«@<HV,VHHLWDVDVRFLDl network but not 
WKDWVRFLDO¶ (#23). Even though photo sharing can lead to the establishment of social relationships, 
its capacity in this endeavour is not universally perceived. The reason some participants recognize 
the social potential of Instagram is that they see in its cross-mediality with Facebook the way to 
manage relationships. As an effective ice-breaker Instagram guides users to move social 
conversations onto )DFHERRN¶V messaging service (Messenger), which allows users to hold the 
private conversations that Instagram does not. 
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Conversely, all participants who are part of the Instagram online communities demonstrate high 
levels of social engagement through the platform. Such engagement is justified by, and rooted in, 
the direct connection to the common interest in photography that bonds all community members. 
From the perspective of Instagram community managers and members, an added engagement 
emerges from the potentialities of being part of a group and the sense of belonging ± traits that 
describe the appeal of online communities in general. The sense of engagement is experienced at 
two levels: firstly, participants feel engaged with other users. For example, one participant describes 
this by VD\LQJµWKHUHLValways an engagement mainly with people who I had a chance to meet in 
person, but even with those who I had chance to meet exclusively on Instagram,QHHGWRDGPLW¶ 
(#2). Another participant VD\Vµ,QVWDJUDPWRPHLVPRVWO\DV,PHQWLRQHGDERYHDERXWJHtting to 
NQRZQHZSHRSOHH[SORULQJWKHZRUOGJHWWLQJDURXQG¶#4, see fig. 3).  
 
 
Figure 3. Instagram and new encounters. 
Instagram, 2014. SOURCE: https://instagram.com/brainyartist 
 
Secondly, several participants report a particular engagement in experiencing the platform itself, as 
can be observed through this UHVSRQVHµ,ZRXOGPLVVWKHSHRSOHWKHUHODWLRQVKLSVWKHSLFWXUHVWKH\
WDNHDQGWKHVWRULHVWKH\WHOO7KDW¶VVRPHWKLQJ,ZRXOGUHDOO\PLVVLIWKH\ZHUHQRWRQ,QVWDJUDP
7KDWLVOLNHDQHPRWLRQDOPRPHQW,ZRXOGVD\¶ (#4). Another participant adds: µVomething will 
always finish on Instagram because I edit the shot I like the most, I share it and, however that may 
EHLWLVDPHDQVWRWHOOZKHUH\RXDUHKRZ\RX¶YHGRQHLWZKHQ\RX¶YHGRQHLWDQGZK\,WLVDOVR
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as I said before, it is a social netwoUNLQWKHHQG¶ (#2). From these responses, social engagement 
emerges in terms of the specific interest in photography and photo sharing.  
 
Within the Instagram communities there are several ways, promoted in particular by community 
managers, to engage with the other members. The modalities of engagement are evident both online 
and offline. Online there is what is sometimes referred to as the ³FDOOWRDFWLRQ´photo contest, a 
photographic competition played on the platform. It describes the online activity of posting 
photographs using a precise hashtag (word or phrase preceded by a hash sign (#), used in social 
media to identify messages on a specific topic) created, usually, by community managers. Without 
any need for physical meeting, users post photographs from any geographical location around the 
world writing in the caption the hashtag previously given. This allows the contest organizer to 
cluster all the images posted and declare a winner or winners. The organiser declares the contest 
winner or winners by reposting the photo(s) online. This type of competition determines a winner 
without giving any material award but it represents a way in which other members get involved in 
WKHFRPPXQLWLHV¶DFWLYLWLHV3DUWLFLSDQWVUHSRUWWKDWLWLVDQLFHDFWLYLW\DQGWKH\ take part frequently 
with pleasure. They use it to maintain an active presence within the community, mainly because it 
does not involve any cost or any physical movement.  
 
4.2 Sociality within Instagram Communities Offline 
 
In addition to the online photo sharing, Instagram offline social activities are identifiable in the 
concepts of InstaMeet and InstaWalk. The InstaMeet is a meeting in which community members 
meet in person and take photographs together. Whilst the InstaWalk is very similar to the InstaMeet 
but it involves a precise itinerary along which photographs are taken. Participants report that both 
activities are considered as actual social meetings because, as the names suggest, both are activities 
that aim to combine the social aspect of the event with the love for photography. Participants say 
that they enjoy these activities because they provide a variety of opportunities to interact with other 
users, such as giving and receiving advice and support, as well as casual conversation. Meanwhile, 
few assess these events as bereft of social contact (as these consider photography to be as a solitary 
activity). This small group also report that in the majority of cases the obsession for taking beautiful 
photographs overtakes the main purpose of the offline meetings, which is to offer an occasion to 
create social bonds and sharing interests with like-minded people.  
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Participants report that these meetings generally end with a gathering of people in a pub or coffee 
shop, in order to cement the shared visual experience as a social event. As can be observed in their 
responses, in terms of social relationships Instagram is widely considered an activator; the 
functionality of the platform does not allow a valid means for the maintenance of social 
relationships. The majority of participants report that an intersection between physical and virtual 
worlds is necessary; a persisting dependence from one world upon the other further strengthens the 
QRWLRQRIµOLIH-PL[¶7XUNOHThis scenario shows how the interdependence between 
technological advancements (the Internet and devices) and the network society highlights the 
multifaceted nature of new expressions of sociality (Castells, 2000). 
 
One the concept of the InstaMeet, participants¶SRVLWLYHDQGQHJDWLYHIHHGEDFN regarding the 
sociality of this activity is equal in measure. One SDUWLFLSDQW¶V feedback is positiveµ,W¶VQRWOLNH
)DFHERRN<RXGRQ¶WJHWWRR PDQ\PHVVDJHVDERXWGRJVFDWVRU³VHHP\QHZEDE\´DQGVXFK<RX
FDQMXVWVFUROOSLFWXUHVDQGLI\RXGRQ¶WOLNHWKHPMXVWVFUROODZD\,FDQVHHWKHQHZZD\RI
communicating with people also because you just meet people you have never met before. You go 
and do things, and the fun thing is that everybody is taking photographs. So, you go to meet people 
\RXZDQWWRWDNHSLFWXUHVZLWK,W¶VQRWOLNH)DFHERRN3HRSOHKHUHZDQWWRWDNHSLFWXUHV¶ (#11). He 
is a press photographer by trade who also photographs as a hobby. He uses Instagram primarily to 
promote himself and his works, and uses both a professional camera and a smart phone. His 
positive disposition toward Instagram stems from the DSSOLFDWLRQ¶s ability to connect individuals 
with a common interest in photography, as well as its capacity for photo sharing. In addition, 
DQRWKHUSDUWLFLSDQW¶VQRWHV µ5HJDUGLQJWKH,QVWD0HHWV>«@VRPHWKLQJLV³PHHWLQJRQOLQH´DQG
VRPHWKLQJHOVHLVWKH³PHHWLQJRIIOLQH´7KH,QVWD0HHWDOORZVthe meeting offline that for me is 
FUXFLDO¶ (#7). He is an Italian university student in his mid-twenties. His passion for Instagram 
emerges from his passion for photography and, eventually, his involvement with the Instagram 
Italia community. He is an active local community manager who uses the platform mainly for its 
social aspects. These two responses provide examples of the importance of face-to-face meetings 
for those users who emphasise the social aspects of the application. However, these responses need 
to be weighed against the messaging gap underlined by the majority of participants.   
 
Other participants describe their offline social experiences in a negative way. For example, One 
UHSRUWVWKDWµODVW\HDULQ)ORUHQFHWKHUH[was a] meeting [for] ,QVWDJUDP7XVFDQ\>«@ZHKDGWKH
pass for a museum underground so >ZHORVWDFFHVVWRRXU@PRELOH,QWHUQHWFRQQHFWLRQ>«@ two 
SHRSOHZHQWRXWWRFKDW,QVWDJUDPPLQJGRLQJ«7KHQWKHUHZDVDJX\QH[WWRPHZKRZDVWDNLQJ
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and uploading photos, taking and uplRDGLQJSKRWRV$WDFHUWDLQSRLQW,DVNHG³([FXVHPHWKH
,QWHUQHWGRHVQ¶WZRUNKHUH«´+HKDGDPRGHPLQKLVSRFNHW+HKDGDQL3KRQHOLNHPLQH³+RZ
GR\RXPDQDJHWRSRVWSKRWRV"´3DXVH,ZDV«,VZHDU«7KHVHDUHFUD]\SHRSOH´¶ (#13). 
Comparing this experience with other responses, it is clear that the majority of Instagramers who 
join InstaMeets and InstaWalks are engaged with photography but, specifically, they are engaged 
with the platform itself. Similarly, several participants complain about the fact that being part of 
InstaMeets is not as social as expected, and that people are so addicted to the use of Instagram they 
leave out the social purpose of the encounter. However, in both cases (positive and negative 
experiences of offline meetings) Instagram communities bring Instagramers offline in order to 
enhance social participation and engagement.  
 
In this regard, the experience of a German lady working as a statistical researcher in Berlin is 
especially relevant. She is a passionate Instagram user. Indeed, she is part of two different 
communities of Instagramers based in Berlin (IgersBerlin and the Happy Family). She defines her 
photo sharing under the category of urban photography. The majority of her photos are black and 
white portraits of people with cityscapes and urban vistas. From the official Instagram community 
in Berlin emerged a smaller, informal community with the purpose of being even more social and 
supportive RIRQHDQRWKHU¶VSUDFWLFHV - this, she says, is the group calling itself ³+DSS\)DPLO\´,W
is a nice name for our community. It is family including people with ten followers, private accounts 
and big shots like @Thomas_K, @JN (#28, see fig. 4).  
 
 
 19 
Figure 4,QVWDJUDPDQGWKH³+DSS\)DPLO\´ 
Instagram, 2014. SOURCE: https://instagram.com/uwa2000 
 
µMembers just PHHWDQGJRIRUDZDON,WGRHVQ¶WPDWWHUhow many followers you have, what kind 
of photographer you are, just meet and go for walks and enjoy the company and of course talk about 
,QVWDJUDP>«@/LYLQJWKHVWULFWO\PRELOHSKRWRJUDSK\DQGJRLQJDERXWWKHHYHU\GD\OLIH¶>«@µ$W
the beginning we wenWIRUDSKRWRZDONLQDSDUNLWZDV6XQGD\DQGVRPHERG\VDLG³2K,W¶VMXVW
OLNHVSHQGLQJD6XQGD\DIWHUQRRQZLWK\RXUIDPLO\´DKDKDK³+DSS\)DPLO\´¶ (#28). This 
SDUWLFLSDQW¶VLQVLJKWVGHPRQVWUDWHthat the Instagram users who choose not to take part in official 
Instagram communities can find alternative ways to meet in order to reach a deeper level of social 
interaction. In the Happy Family, the love for photography takes the place of what others describe 
as addiction to perfection and professionalism. For the Happy Family the social aspect of spending 
time together is the pursuit of taking beautiful photographs; their meetings are centred on 
photography through smart phone, but the desire of companionship is what drives members to 
gather. The development of a second Instagram group in Berlin strengthens the response in relation 
to Instagram meetings in Italy (#13), confirming the necessity of more social engagement.  
 
Not all the gatherings among Instagramers are organised offline; spontaneous online encounters are 
inspired by the platform. The only circumstances in which visualities are considered good social 
connectors pertains to long distance relations. This is because a visual closeness can be achieved 
despite geographical distance. Participants consider Instagram as a valid connector between 
individuals from distant places since communication via images can enhance verbal 
communication. What is said in words can be enriched via images, echoing the well-known 
H[SUHVVLRQµDSLFWXUH is ZRUWKDWKRXVDQGZRUGV¶In relation to this one participant saysµ,JRWVRPH
friends in US, Italy and UK, which I communicate through Facebook, but mainly through 
,QVWDJUDPEHFDXVH,FDQVHHZKDWWKH\SRVWWKHSLFWXUHVVR,GRQ¶WQHHGLQVRPHZD\Whink to 
FRQWDFWWKHPHYHU\PRQWKE\,FDQEXW,FDQVWLOOVHHZKDWWKH\DUHGRLQJ>«@,QVWDJUDPLVD
difIHUHQWORRNIURPOLYHV¶ (#11). Here the interaction occurs not with individuals directly, but 
instead with their images, so physical locations and distances are not obstacles to potential 
connections. In fact, the majority of participants report that one of their main interests in using the 
platform is observing photographs that portray distant places. In this case, the variable of mobility is 
the element that, in producing new visualities, can establish long-distance social relationships. They 
also report that Instagram is a good connector for people interested in travelling. Several 
participants disclosed that they had been approached by other users because of their interest in 
travelling to places seen on their Instagram photo stream. Furthermore, some added that they were 
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inspired to take a particular journey after being moved by an image seen on Instagram. In some 
cases approaches by other users were simply seeking travel advice in terms of hotels, restaurants, 
and so on.  
 
In conjunction with Instagram accounts dedicated to travels and holidays there are also other 
popular thematic accounts sharing images of pets. A male Swedish student opened an Instagram 
account dedicated exclusively to his dog Boss. He describes his experience in this wayµ,PHWXS
with two American girls that were in Stockholm two weeks ago. For half an hour/an hour I wanted 
WRPHHWWKHP7KH\KDYHEHHQIROORZLQJPHIRUKDOID\HDU$QGWKH\VDLG³<RXDUHEHWWHUWKDQ
RWKHUGRJVRQ,QVWDJUDP´>«@,WLVWKHUHFRJQLWLRQDQGWKHFRQILUPDWLRQWKDW\RXDUHGRLQJ
VRPHWKLQJJRRG¶ (#26). This response exemplifies the effects that the concepts of self-satisfaction 
and recognition (Lakhani & Wolf, 2005) produce on a social level (#26, see fig. 5), showing how 
the mediation of photography activated the development of the actual offline meeting. 
 
  
Figure 5. Boss the French bulldog and its American fun. 
Instagram, 2014. SOURCE: https://instagram.com/bossthefrenchbulldog 
 
The principle of reciprocity is at the base of the resulting social interaction online. Regarding this 
one says, µWKHUHLVRQHSHUVRQZKRJRW in contact with me. They are Instagramers and they are 
IURP«,ZDQWWRVD\WKH\DUHIURP&DQDGDRUIURPVRPHZKHUHLQthe north of United States and 
they have, they are in a relationships with someone who is in Stuttgart, Germany. They are there 
DQGWKH\PHVVDJHPHWKURXJK,QVWDJUDPLQVWHDG³:KHUHLQ6WXWWJDUWLV\RXUFKXUFK"´WKH\ZDQWWR
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know where my church was because they want to come to the church whenever they come and visit 
LW6RWKH\DUHSODQQLQJRQFRPLQJWRWKHFKXUFKWRWKHDFWXDOVHUYLFHWLPHZKHUHLW¶VORFDWHGDQGLW
ZDVUHDOO\FRROUHDOO\FRRO¶ (#3).  
 
Another participant is the manager of the Instagram community in Bologna, Italy. Her house is part 
of Airbnb, an online global marketplace where guests can book spaces from hosts, ultimately 
connecting people who have space to spare with those who are looking for a place to stay anywhere 
in the world. She UHSRUWVWKHH[SHULHQFHLQWKLVZD\µ7KURXJK$LUEQE\RXFDQVHHLIWKHUHDUH
Facebook friends in common and it happened to me that I received a request from the manager of 
,QVWDJUDP6DQ)UDQFLVFRODXJK>«@7KDQNVWR,QVWDJUDPZHKDGVRPHFRPPRQIULHnds on 
Facebook and she came over to Bologna during the ceramics fair so there were events connected to 
,QVWDJUDP>«@ [There was] a photographic exhibition inside a historical building and I brought her 
and her boyfriend to this event and she was super hapS\6RQRZLI,JRWKHUHZRXOGILQG«,KRSH
WRNHHSLQWRXFK¶ (#16). These experiences are examples of how, outside prearranged InstaMeets 
and InstaWalks, Instagram can be used as spontaneous social connector.  
 
PDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVdemonstrate that there are more positive experiences in relation to offline 
meetings that are not organized by the Instagram official communities. Instagram communities 
emphasise the importance of photography as communities of interest, rather than the social aspect 
of gathering people together. Moreover, several participants who are not actively part of the 
communities, say that they had been part of InstaMeets, InstaWalks and othHUFRPPXQLWLHV¶HYHQWV
but their perception of social interaction was limited. For this reason, they decided not to repeat the 
experience. However, it needs to be highlighted that in both cases photography is the core element 
that creates social interactions, not the content of the photographs. However, even if the community 
is not recognized as a comfortable social environment, participants report they will find alternative 
modalities of social connections. At a general level the practice of photo sharing through the 
mediation of the platform cannot be considered a unique means to manage social relationships 
because visuality figures as an incomplete means of communication.  
 
5. Conclusions: Visual Perspectives of Social Relationships  
 
This article investigates the presence, development and the maintenance of social relationships 
through the mediation of photo sharing on Instagram. New media and social networking theories 
are applied herein to turn the academic debate towards new concepts of the mediation of visualities 
as social connectors. It examines the dynamics that guide the development of visual social 
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relationships. It argues that visuality itself does not figure as a social agent, rather as a valid 
activator for social relationships. This claim does not negate the presence of mediated or virtual 
social relationships; rather, as findings demonstrate it observes a shift onto different social media 
platforms. Moreover, this article illustrates the various forms of social connections that Instagram 
can generate, such as the online and offline activities that online communities promote. Visuality 
does not seem to satisfy iQGLYLGXDOV¶ZD\VRIVRFLDOL]LQJ rather, it is perceived as an agent of 
completion. Photo sharing offers a different perspective from which users can know and understand 
LQGLYLGXDOV¶SHUVRQDOLWLHV 
 
Mere online interactions are not considered among participants to be as effective as face-to-face 
meetings, particularly for maintaining social relationships. Physical proximity is recognised as a 
crucial factor for establishing a sense of belonging. Connections formed primarily over the Internet 
do not usually grow if they are only experienced online, thus confirming the idea that on- and 
offline spheres need to be complementary (Turkle, 2011; Castells, 2000). The physical meeting is 
widely identified as a validation of a social relationship, which allows the potential for the 
relationship to develop.  
 
In relation to this, findings show that Instagram is less effective than other means of communication 
because of its limited messaging features. However, it is a notable platform for establishing social 
relationships that, consequently, move onto other platforms (such as Facebook and Whatsapp) or 
offline (such as InstaMeets and InstaWalks). Findings highlight that, within this discourse, visuality 
represents an engaging connection point. Indeed, among general users and online community 
members, photography is experienced as an element of social connection. A growing use of 
visualities-as-communication emerges at the expense of text messages or phone calls, but without 
replacing them altogether. The technological convergence represented by the combination of the 
photo sharing platforms and the use of smart mobile devices show an increasing collective 
participation toward WKHµOLTXLGOLIH¶ described by Bauman (2003) in different social media 
experiences.  
 
The necessary dichotomy between physical and virtual worlds pushes the conception of 
contemporary socialities towards hybridization into the status of mediation. One does not exclude 
the presence of the other; rather one enhances the presence of the other in a well-rounded social 
experience. Within this discourse, mobile technologies inspire the creation of new forms of online 
human interactions through the cross-mediality of social media platforms (Facebook for friendships 
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and Instagram for images to share with friends). Moreover, visualities introduce an additional layer 
of connectivity and mediality. Using one¶s experience as example it is possible to summarise 
individualV¶ SHUFHSWLRQVRIFKDQJHVWKDW,QVWDJUDPEURXJKWLQWRDFFRXQWµIRUPHLWKDVEHHQDJUHDW
social network. I met people all over the world and I have the opportunity to meet them when I go 
to New <RUNRU,JRWRDSODFH,KDYHQHYHUEHHQ,MXVWJRWR,QVWDJUDPDQG,VD\³+H\,DPKHUH
ZKRZDQWVWRJRIRUDSKRWRZDON"´,WKDVEHHQDJRRGSRVLWLYHWKLQJ,WKLQNWKDWSKRWRJUDSK\
often forces you outside of your shell you cannot stay in your office, your house and take pictures. 
<RXQHHGWRJHWRXWDQGPRYHDQGORRNDWWKHZRUOGDQGLWIRUFHVPRUHVRFLDOFRQQHFWLRQV¶ (#22). 
 
In conclusion, Instagram provides countless examples of how visual communication, through the 
mobility of smart mobile devices and the mediation of social media platforms, figures as a means of 
pervasive connectivity between individuals from distant places. Visual communication on 
Instagram represents a valid social connector that can also initiate physical encounters and activate 
XVHUV¶FXULRVLW\WRZDUGVWKHH[SORUDWLRQnew scenarios. However, the creation of new mobile 
visualities leads towards the theory that social relationships are affected by the nature and 
potentialities of new smart technologies. 
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